Mountain excitement  by Williams, Nigel
Same question about chaos
theory? What is its legacy
today in biology? Quite a few
mathematical fads have burst
onto the popular press,
promising great new insights
into biology: information theory,
catastrophe theory, chaos
theory, and most recently
complexity theory, to name just
a few. All were quite useful in
their founding fields (except
complexity, which has proven
slippery to even define), but all
failed to live up to their hype,
and faded from the public eye,
slinking back to the specialties
wherefrom they arose, and
where they still prove quite
useful. But none has really
contributed much to biology. As
for chaos, it is a mathematical
phenomenon that biologists
were well advised to be aware
of: that deterministic models
could mimic random variation in
some ways. But beyond that, I
can’t see that it has provided
any startling biological insights.
In physics and chemistry,
mathematical phenomena have
occasionally found amazing
correspondences in the real
world, but this has not happened
very much in biology, where
biological truths are not found in
mathematics, but in
measurements. Someday this
may change, but I don’t foresee
it happening any time soon. 
What do you think are the
hardest questions in
biophysics in the coming
years? Too many to name!
Everywhere I look I find puzzles
that confound me. The big
questions in biophysics, like how
do proteins fold, how do protein
motors and pumps work and how
to build really useful nano-
devices, will probably be solved
incrementally, by many
researchers, combining
information from many
experimental and theoretical
tools, rather than, like relativity,
through a single brilliant insight. 
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A small Alpine mammal with a
last-confirmed sighting 42 years
ago was believed to be extinct.
But the Bavarian short-eared
mouse, a rodent that lives in a
remote part of the Alps, has
made a surprise comeback.
A German zoologist last
spotted the rare mammal in 1962,
after discovering the species in
Bavaria. Zoologists have been
fruitlessly searching for Microtus
bavaricus ever since. This
location was drastically altered
by the construction of a hospital
at the site and no specimens
were found after this date.
But since 2000, it had been
suspected that a small
population may have existed just
over the border in Austria. And
last month it was confirmed that
the species was still alive and
well and living in the Austrian
mountains. An Austrian scientist,
Friederike Spitzenberger,
stumbled upon it in one of her
‘live traps’ from which it was later
released.
Spizenberger, who works at
Vienna’s Natural History
Museum, said the mammal
looked similar to other species.
But it was, in fact, a separate
species that had evolved 10,000
years ago in the last ice age, after
becoming isolated in the Rofan
mountains, just across the border
from the German Alps.
“Technically, it’s not a mouse
but a vole,” she said. Voles tend
to look alike, she said. And
accidents of history and
geography have created a
number of isolated species that
often look very similar.
“They all have tiny ears and
short tails. You have to look at
their teeth to tell them apart. But
the only real way to tell is to
examine the genetics.”
She added: “The animal is
extremely rare. Probably only a
few hundred of them exist. We
now have to make sure they
don’t die out.” Spitzenberger said
she found the individual in
August in an isolated spruce
forest in the mountains.
But it was only after examining
its chromosomes and comparing
DNA with that of a stuffed
specimen that she was able to
identify it as a member of the lost
species.
There are only a handful of
indigenous species in central
Europe, most of them ‘remnant’
populations. She said because of
intense management of forests,
several of Europe’s species are in
danger.
Back again: The Orkney vole (above) survives but another of Europe’s isolated
species thought extinct has been rediscovered in the Austrian Alps. (Photo: Oxford
Scientific Films) 
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